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 Negotiating the meaning of achievement standards in the Australian 
Curriculum  
Jill Willis & Lenore Adie 
 
Abstract:  
Planning for assessment using the achievement standards in the implementation of the Australian 
Curriculum presents a challenge for teachers. The achievement standards differ in appearance and 
function from current assessment practices. This research inquiry used qualitative focus group 
discussions to investigate how Year 6 teachers from three Queensland schools negotiated the meaning 
of the English and Mathematics achievement standards for their assessment practice. A sociocultural 
theoretical perspective was used to analyse the data. Three significant influences on the teachers’ 
understanding of the achievement standards were their understanding of the achievement standard 
text, their beliefs about learning and assessment, and the assessment culture of the school. The 
opportunity to learn through supported professional conversations with peers, and the need for a 
shared assessment discourse were identified as necessities to support teachers as they seek to 
implement the new practices inherent in the achievement standards in the Australian Curriculum.  
Introduction 
As Australian teachers implement the Australian Curriculum in 2013, they are 
becoming familiar with new curriculum content as well as an end-of-year achievement 
standard.  The achievement standard presents a different structure from the A to E style of 
achievement standards currently used in many states and territories. Teachers have had to do 
a significant amount of work to interpret the new achievement standards while state and 
territory curriculum authorities have developed assessment advice and support materials. This 
article reflects on the processes that Year 6 teachers from three Queensland schools used in 
2011 to negotiate the meaning of the achievement standards as they made plans for their 
current and future curriculum and assessment practices.  
The researchers and teachers sought to understand how the achievement standards 
might be used to create portfolios of Year 6 English and Mathematics assessment that could 
support moderation conversations between schools about A to E judgements based on the 
Australian Curriculum achievement standard. Findings from these exploratory conversations 
include a description of the processes teachers used to negotiate an understanding of the 
achievement standards and some of the tensions and questions that occurred. These insights 
 can inform curriculum leaders and policy makers seeking to support teachers to work within 
new and emerging curriculum and assessment policies. 
Context 
The Australian Curriculum has been developed in a relatively short time period. The 
first version of the Shape of the Australian Curriculum was published in 2009, with first 
drafts of the foundation to Year 10 curriculum in English, Mathematics, Science and History 
published in 2010, and a selection of these learning areas set to be implemented in some of 
the states and territories in 2012. This curriculum involved extensive stakeholder consultation 
across the eight states and territories that historically have had sole control of their own 
curriculum. Further, this curriculum has been produced digitally and can be regularly 
updated, with version 2 of the achievement standards released in October 2011 after this 
research study was completed.   
Prior to the introduction of a national curriculum, each Australian state and territory 
had been working towards the development of documents and resources that focused on the 
alignment of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy (for example, South Australia Department 
of Education and Children’s Services, 2011; Victorian Curriculum and Assessment 
Authority, 2009; Western Australia Department of Education, 2011). In Queensland, teachers 
were introduced to these concepts through the Queensland Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting (QCAR) framework (Queensland Department of Education Training and the Arts, 
2005). The Queensland Common Assessment Tasks (QCATs) implemented in Years 4, 6 and 
9 demonstrated to teachers how extended assessment tasks could be designed that provided 
evidence of students’ higher order thinking skills. Guides to Making Judgements (criteria 
sheets) with A – E standard descriptors of each criterion and annotated sample student 
responses were provided to teachers with the tasks. The QCATs required teachers to match 
evidence in student work to standards, and at times justify their decisions in a moderation 
 meeting. Research (Wyatt-Smith, Klenowski and Gunn, 2010) illustrated how teachers 
developed shared understandings of the achievement standards when there were clear 
guidelines and alignment between the annotated sample student responses and the qualities 
teachers observed in the work of students.  
‘Standards’ is a term that is often used within curriculum and assessment documents, 
and it is defined differently in various countries and contexts. According to Klenowski and 
Wyatt-Smith (2010), standards can be understood as either content standards that refer to 
knowledge and processes to be taught, or achievement standards that are used to report on the 
quality of performance. The purposes of standards also vary, with some intended to improve 
learning and others positioned as standards for accountability. Within the Australian 
Curriculum, it is not clear which kind of standard the achievement standards might be. The 
statements list knowledge and processes to be mastered by the end of the year which may be 
understood to be the function of a content standard, yet their stated function is closer to a 
reporting function to “describe the quality of learning (the depth of understanding, extent of 
knowledge and sophistication of skill) expected of students at points in their schooling” 
(Australian Curriculum Reporting and Assessment Authority, 2011).  
Until there is a nationally consistent approach to the implementation of the 
achievement standards, each state and territory curriculum authority is expected to articulate 
how the achievement standards may be used for assessment and reporting in each state and 
territory context (Queensland Studies Authority, 2011, p. 3). In Queensland, resources 
developed throughout 2011 and revised and released in 2013 included learning area standards 
descriptors that distinguish between A – E scales, and “support material identifying how the 
assessable elements or valued features are evident in the Australian Curriculum content 
descriptions and achievement standards for each year level” (Queensland Studies Authority, 
 2011, p. 5). These support materials are to assist teachers in successful implementation of the 
Australian Curriculum.  
Four preconditions to successful implementation of assessment standards have been 
identified by Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith (2010): 
1. The need for clarity about the purpose of standards; 
2. The necessity of representations and models of the standards to support teacher 
judgement; 
3. The importance of social moderation to develop a shared understanding of standards;  4. The recognition of the influence of local knowledge within teacher judgement-
making.  
This research study reported in this paper was an opportunity for teachers to experience these 
preconditions in the early phase of implementation of the Australian Curriculum as they 
worked to compile portfolios of annotated student work samples illustrative of the A – E 
standards in selected disciplines.  Understanding the dynamic way in which teachers 
negotiate their understanding of assessment standards can inform efforts to support teachers 
in the implementation of the Australian Curriculum. 
With the introduction of a new national curriculum it was important to understand 
whether the message of alignment between curriculum, pedagogy and assessment that was 
embedded in prior state documents would remain at the forefront of teachers’ minds as they 
implemented three new curriculum documents. Evidence from nations such as Scotland 
(Hutchinson, 2011) and Canada (Volante and Cherubini, 2011) illustrate that in times of 
curriculum change, teachers may put aside understandings developed through prior 
initiatives. In this project we were interested in whether teachers transferred the skills and 
practices developed within prior initiatives such as the QCAR framework to the 
implementation of the national curriculum.  
Our assumption was that teachers needed opportunities to negotiate their 
understanding of the assessment and curriculum reforms through their participation in 
practice, rather than through a process of receiving transmitted knowledge in policy 
 documents alone. This sociocultural theoretical perspective (Gee, 2004; Rogoff, 1990; 
Wenger, 1998) views meaning as developing when new information can be translated into “a 
way of being in the world coherent enough to be enacted in practice” (Wenger, 1998, p. 220). 
For example, when making assessment judgements, teachers negotiate between the explicitly 
stated standards and exemplars as well as tacit forms of knowing such as unstated standards, 
prior experience and attitudes towards student characteristics (Wyatt Smith, Klenowski and 
Gunn, 2010, p. 69).   It is through active engagement in the negotiation process that teachers 
can learn how to use standards to support their judgement-making, and to develop an identity 
as one who works in the practice of standards-based assessment (Adie, 2011). Underpinning 
this research inquiry is the assumption that teachers will develop assessment capacity to 
implement assessment reform as they engage in professional dialogue about assessment, 
standards, quality and evidence. 
This research project with the Year 6 teachers took place in the first half of 2011 soon 
after the Australian Curriculum documents had been produced and released online. A feature 
of the online curriculum was that regular updates could be made to the documents in response 
to feedback, which occurred during the period of this project. Prior to their involvement in 
this research, the Year 6 teachers had little chance to delve deeply into the curriculum 
documents and the supporting documentation prepared by the state studies authority to assist 
with their implementation of the curriculum.    
Research design 
The aim of this project was to investigate how nine Year 6 teachers, three from each 
of three independent Queensland schools, negotiated the meaning of the Australian 
Curriculum achievement standard within their practice and how they used this standard to 
make A – E judgements of student work. They worked alongside two researchers, to 
 investigate the implications of the achievement standards within the Australian Curriculum 
for their school’s curriculum and assessment practices.   
Year 6 teachers were invited to participate in the project as they had experience in 
assessing student work using the Queensland Common Assessment Tasks (QCATs) and Year 
6 was not involved in the yearly national assessment program for literacy and numeracy 
(NAPLAN). Their work could also inform colleagues in both the primary and secondary 
sections within their P -12 schools. The schools each had enrolments of over 1000 students 
and teachers in each chose to work with the English and Mathematics curricula.  Within each 
school’s teaching team, there were experienced Year 6 teachers and also beginning teachers. 
Participating schools included a school from regional Queensland, another from Brisbane 
North, and one school from Brisbane South.  
Data collection and methodology 
In each school, the teachers were released from classes for a whole day of 
professional conversation, facilitated by the researchers. Detailed notes and recordings of all 
of the conversations were made. The teachers closely examined the achievement standards 
for English and Mathematics, making connections between the year levels above and below 
Year 6, and between the other parts of the Australian Curriculum, for example, the content 
descriptions and elaborations. The teachers then used samples of previous students’ work to 
begin to annotate them against the achievement standards, noting the qualities they looked for 
when making A to E judgements. The teachers were encouraged to develop sample student 
portfolios for their school, illustrative of A – E standards in English and Mathematics and 
annotated using the achievement standard in the Australian Curriculum. The Year 6 teachers 
from each school met together two months later, to moderate the portfolios and share their 
ideas and their approaches to gathering and finding evidence.   
 Through the conversations and activities, the teachers sought to understand the 
structure and purpose of the achievement standard and the implications for their future 
practice. These conversations were recorded and later analysed using a grounded theory 
approach (Charmaz, 2008), to identify the themes and narratives that emerged as they jointly 
negotiated meaning from the documents. The researchers independently reviewed the 
detailed observation notes and listened to the recordings, noting the many influences on the 
teachers’ responses as they attempted to interpret and use the Australian Curriculum 
achievement standard to collate A – E standard portfolios. The key themes from this analysis 
are summarised in the findings below. 
Findings 
As the teachers sought to understand the achievement standard, they were seeking to 
understand both the structure and meaning of an unfamiliar genre of achievement standard, 
while also exploring what that meant for their current practice.  The meaning of the 
achievement standards was a negotiation that occurred as the teachers participated in 
discussion, drawing on their histories and identities. This negotiation included their beliefs 
about learning and assessment, and their sense of identity as teachers, as well as negotiating 
the meaning within their current school cultural context (see figure 1). While negotiations for 
each of these aspects were occurring simultaneously, they will be explored in three separate 
sections below.  
  
  Figure 1: Negotiating the meaning of achievement standards 
 Understanding the text of the achievement standard  
The teachers were exploring the achievement standards at the start of 2011, in the 
months after the first version of the finalised curriculum had been published. While all of the 
teachers were aware of the achievement standards, these meetings provided the first 
opportunity that the teachers in each school had to discuss them as a team and closely 
examine them. Initial familiarisation with the new Australian Curriculum within the schools 
had involved mapping the curriculum content against their existing curriculum programs, 
which was a time consuming process that had dominated the professional development and 
team planning time.  
 Steps in comprehending the achievement standards 
The layout of the achievement standards was different between the English and the 
Mathematics curriculum areas. Teachers sought to understand how the standards had each 
been organised, grouping the paragraphs for the English achievement standards into “writing 
 and shaping”, “reading and viewing”, terms that were familiar and part of their existing 
practice. Mathematics was initially thought to be easier to understand as it looked like a list 
of curriculum content to the teachers. The paragraph format was not easy to access, with all 
teachers commenting that they had to read the standard several times to make sense of the 
dense text. In each school, the teachers echoed this comment, “It is hard to find differences 
between year levels. I want a map. Maybe it could be in a table format so we could see what 
comes before and after?” (Participant1 hereafter noted as P1). Some found similarities with 
other assessment genres, commenting “there are aspects that remind me of how we write 
report cards” (P4).  
In this initial process of comprehending the text, teachers then looked to find how 
Year 6 fitted within the developmental flow, reading Year 5 and Year 7 achievement 
standards to inform their understanding of what was required in Year 6, as they began to 
imagine how it might be used with the children in their classes. The lack of descriptors of 
expected quality left the teachers querying the complexity and standard of work that they 
should be teaching:  
What do I need to know? Spell it out for me in very clear structure.  So I would like a 
table.  What are the specific things you want me to do differently from year 5… I 
want the specific nuts and bolts. What have they come from year 5 with? Not the 
lovely flowery descriptors. I have to do too much thinking.  Too much of this is open 
to interpretation. ‘For different purposes?’ What are the purposes? (P4) 
This uncertainty drove teachers to look closely at individual terms used in the 
achievement standards, and they began to ask each other the meaning of specific terms that 
were unfamiliar. One of the first barriers in negotiating the discourse was becoming familiar 
with new terminology and overcoming a fear that they were the only one who did not 
understand. They began to search for clarification and understanding by moving between the 
content descriptions, the elaborations, the preamble and the achievement standards. The 
opportunity to ask each other questions and explore the meaning of the terms and what each 
person was noticing was valued by the teachers.  
 Searching for coherence and purpose 
  The teachers then sought to locate within the text the organising concepts that 
linked each year level, noting that there were some concepts that were mentioned in earlier 
achievement standards that were not explicitly mentioned in Year 6. They assumed that these 
concepts would still need to be assessed and valued;  “There seem to be assumptions made… 
some of the things like that [knowledge of multiplication tables] don’t get mentioned again in 
Year 7 or Year 6” (P2).  They negotiated the meaning of the achievement standards, drawing 
from their previous experiences with teaching children the content area and also the learning 
needs of the children in their classes: 
It is interesting to see the way in which it is structured. I am looking backwards; grade 
5 shouldn’t be limited by what Year 6 is doing. We have Year 6 students who are 
ready to synthesize and make inferences, whereas there are others who are below that. 
So I guess building into our program, there should be opportunity for both, for 
recognition of children who are ready to do some of the complexity that is described 
in year 6, and others who are ready to go above and beyond (P4). 
Placing the achievement standards from years 5, 6 and 7 side by side helped the teachers 
conceptualise differences in expectations, but it also generated questions about what “should” 
happen, and what was “allowed”.  
Throughout the conversations there was awareness that the Australian Curriculum 
was an authoritative document requiring compliance for the purposes of standardisation. 
Teachers were questioning what flexibility they had to make professional judgements to 
include other assessment criteria: 
I was thinking about our rubrics we have used in the past. Things that have weighed 
heavily in the rubrics aren’t weighted heavily in the achievement standards… It is 
something I still value as a teacher, but perhaps it shouldn’t be in the rubric to such a 
degree if it is not in the Australian Curriculum, unless it is something that is 
presumed. (P3) 
At the time of these conversations, teachers had been told that their state curriculum authority 
would provide advice about assessment and reporting, however this was still being finalised, 
so teachers were asking each other questions but not yet finding answers.  
 Using the achievement standards to annotate student work 
 The teachers were encouraged to use previously assessed A to E samples of Year 
6 student work, and annotate these samples using the achievement standards. This proved to 
be a challenging task. Annotating samples of work was not part of their current assessment 
practice, although the practice of reading annotations was somewhat familiar through using 
the QCAT annotated student work samples. The annotations of the exemplars of student work 
on the Australian Curriculum website were used as a model. However teachers did not find 
the Australian Curriculum exemplars particularly helpful: 
P1: The task design [of the exemplar] doesn’t allow you to explore the range… How 
could you give an A or a B as there is only one answer?  
P8: Is this a C? What is it?  
P7: We don’t know what was taught. We can’t see what students have done to collect 
the data.  
They were seeking to understand the achievement standards and the exemplar within their 
current practice and the Queensland assessment policy context where assessment judgements 
on the QCATs, in particular, used a range of A – E task specific standards supported by a 
rubric, or a Guide to Making Judgements (GTMJ) and annotated student work samples of the 
A - E standards.  
The teachers expressed a lack of confidence about their judgement-making using the 
achievement standards: “When it came time to judge the standard of work, I had no idea.” 
(P5) and “I probably thought a B but I’m doubting myself now” (P1). The achievement 
standards did not support the teachers in their judgement-making, as it was too different from 
their existing practice of having task specific descriptors for A – E standards. One teacher did 
not recognise the achievement standards as a description of achievement, instead interpreting 
the achievement standards as a content standard: “I just thought the achievement standard 
was what we had to do, not that it was a standard” (P6). The teachers were seeking the 
accountability and specificity of a descriptor that provided guidance on the expected qualities 
for a standard. For example, teachers found the achievement standards “too open to 
 interpretation. At a national curriculum where every teacher is applying the same standards, it 
needs to be more specific” (P4). While the format of the achievement standards provided 
some challenges and discomfort for the teachers in making judgements, it also provoked 
some questions about the implications of the standard for future practice. 
Imagining implications for reporting and making A – E judgments  
 In seeking to understand the achievement standards, the teachers began visualising 
how they might be used for reporting purposes, particularly reporting mid-year when the 
standards were understood to describe end of the year performance. Some teachers visualised 
that the standard would stay the same for the whole year and that “next year when we 
implement it, I would imagine most children not doing too well on their first [semester] 
report card” (P3). Teachers were uncomfortable with a standards framework that did not 
accommodate notions of development. Teachers wanted to be able to show achievement 
throughout different times of the year and not evaluate against an end-of-year statement. In 
looking at a student’s piece of work the teacher had previously assessed as an “A” for Year 6 
she noted: 
I think she was experimenting and took a risk with vocabulary, but it didn’t quite 
work. She is trying to use different ways of expressing herself, so she doesn’t 
totally understand. But this was the beginning of Year 6, so I would probably 
grade it a bit higher than I would if it was the end of Year 6. (P3) 
 
Reporting, which is also explored in a later section, was a significant factor in informing 
teacher assessment practice and judgement-making.  
 The achievement standards by themselves provided insufficient information to 
support A – E judgement-making.  Teachers were looking in the achievement standards for 
the descriptors and words to use that aligned with the qualities they valued within a standard. 
When the teachers did not find the qualifiers within the year level achievement standards, 
they found the words in the description of the achievement standards in the year above or 
below.   
 It gives you a comparison, so you can see what an A is and an E is. Otherwise it is 
very vague if you look at grade 6 only. (P 3) 
 
Yes, that [the Year 7 standard for English] gives me the words to describe what I 
intuitively know.  It matches up what last year we were taught how to do our 
report cards, they are a C if they are at grade 6 level, but an A or B if they are 
beyond. But there was no information about what is D. In term one do we give 
them a D if they don’t meet the Achievement Standard, or do I use the rubric? (P 
3) 
 
The single descriptor of the achievement standard invited teachers to read the achievement 
standards as a measurement point along a developmental trajectory. Historically in 
Queensland, through the QCAR framework, standards are understood as differences in 
quality where depth of understanding of year level content is valued, rather than a discipline-
based, vertical progress map (Masters & Forster, 1996).   
 With the achievement standards being understood as a single standard, 
conversations occasionally included ideas of ‘passing’ and ‘failing’:  
P7: Beyond the standard is what you need to be doing to be getting an A or else there 
is no use having an A. Otherwise they are either a pass or a fail….  
P9: Or is your A student someone who can share their reasoning about how they get 
their answer?  
P7: Yes, but you have to have scope to show that on your test.  
P9: So an A may move beyond Year 6 standards?…  
P7: No, but if they compare…[pauses to look at standards].  
P9: Anything we assess we should have taught.  
P7: You are not making me feel good, because I have already spent a lot of time on 
these tests [laughs but puts her head down] and I am thinking “Man what am I going 
to do??” 
P8: [Student] efficiency [in problem solving] is a big thing and moving to a greater 
depth of knowledge  
P9: I don’t think you need to move to the next year level’s worth of content.  
P7: No, we don’t want them to be bored in Year 7 [laughs].  
 
Notions of ‘passing’ and ‘failing’ were extended in this conversation to considerations of 
deep understandings and different levels of thinking about a topic and in expressing 
understandings. These ideas were not explicit in the achievement standards for the teachers. 
The teachers appeared to be grappling with how to interpret and use this different form of 
achievement standard, working from the tools in front of them and cultural narratives of 
 passing and failing, rather than the assessment principles that have historically informed 
Queensland’s assessment system.  
Reflecting on beliefs about assessment and teacher identity 
 Teachers’ identity and confidence in curriculum areas influenced their 
participation in the process and how they negotiated meaning.  Identity is a product of long-
term relationships between people and their participation in communities of practice (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991) and new practices can challenge people to integrate or resist differences 
(Murphy, 2008). Teachers drew from experiences and identities in multiple communities of 
practice to consider the value of the achievement standards. The achievement standards were 
valued as important by the teachers because they saw themselves as members of the upper 
primary school, with an important responsibility in preparing students for future study. Some 
teachers also identified themselves as members of a profession that had been criticised by the 
media, and they regarded the achievement standards as an opportunity to reaffirm the quality 
of their work with students. Others also drew from their identities as parents whose children’s 
experiences informed how they valued different parts of the achievement standard.  New 
curriculum and assessment policy is not merely received and enacted; rather it is a 
negotiation. Understanding how teachers negotiate meaning drawing from their various 
identities is important as it enables rich conversations about the purposes of the standards 
where influential underlying assumptions can be challenged or re-evaluated (Klenowski and 
Willis, 2011). Teachers were observed to integrate the new practices but also to resist. 
 Those teachers who were confident within their current practices initially 
regarded the Australian Curriculum as merely an additional source of information that would 
inform their planning: “When I design the Maths I go by what we have got to do but I also 
use my common sense, where they actually need to have this knowledge prior to [middle] 
 school.” (P8). However the conversations exploring the implications of achievement 
standards led to some degree of discomfort as teachers questioned their existing practices:  
I feel like I am at the doctor’s, under the microscope…[There is a] level of 
discomfort and dissonance between what am I going to have to add or subtract 
from our current program and how am I going to prove that we are doing what we 
are already doing in a valid way, in a way that doesn’t impinge on our teaching. If 
I am going to have to list everything that is in an achievement standard, I am not 
sure how I am going to do that honestly and objectively. How do I do that in a way 
that is appropriate and valid without sitting with a checklist every time the 
children are speaking? (P4) 
 
Some of this discomfort arose from beliefs that teachers held as assessors about how to 
reconcile current practices and beliefs about learning and assessment. For example, in the 
Year 6 English standard, teachers saw that there was a shift from teaching students about 
analysing text structure to collecting evidence of students being able to justify their own 
analysis.  As one teacher commented, “a lot of what is in the [English] achievement standards 
is what we teach, but it is not what we assess” (P6). When closely examined, elements were 
identified in the achievement standards that the teachers had not previously considered 
assessing, and this caused the teachers to consider the effect of the achievement standards on 
current practice and also to question whether everything in the achievement standards needed 
to be assessed.  Teachers were seeking a clear rationale for the importance of what is valued 
in the achievement standards: “I would have to be convinced that it (collaboration) is 
something that I have to formally assess” (P4). Conversations such as this may provide an 
opportunity for teachers to explore their underlying assumptions about the role of assessment 
in enhancing learning. 
 Participants expressed concern when assessment was thought to be subjective 
rather than objective; a tension that was associated with both the subject domains of English 
and Mathematics. This reflected an underlying cultural narrative that knowledge is objective, 
verifiable and that the assessor’s role is to be a fair judge (Tobin & Ulerick, 1989). 
Participants could be seen to reflect these beliefs, sharing “I would hate to give a child a 
 wrong grade” (P7).  The close relationship between the teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and how 
they were negotiating the achievement standards within their current assessment practices 
was a clear theme that emerged from the conversations.  How teachers interpreted the 
achievement standards also varied depending on their specific school cultures. 
Interpreting the achievement standard within specific cultural contexts 
Individual school assessment cultures influenced the way teachers interpreted the 
achievement standards. In each school there was discussion about whether a particular way of 
assessing and reporting would align with parental expectations of the school’s assessment and 
reporting systems. This was particularly evident in discussions regarding an A standard of 
work, and the high expectations amongst much of the parent body that their child would 
receive an A, as well as the pressure of substantial rewards that the students were promised 
“because the child will get an iphone4 if they get straight As” (P4).  
[Parents] think a C is a bad thing. It puts a lot of pressure on us if they come 
back with a C…I could keep going on for ages about it being about individual 
talents. There is a lot of negativity about a C. It is almost that it is a fail. (P8) 
The teachers considered that parents and students would need to be educated that a C was not 
a failing grade, rather that it was an indication of achievement of the year level standard. 
There were also differences in how evidence of achievement was shared with parents. 
While each school collected student work samples, only one school indicated that these were 
used as part of a shared dialogue between the students and parents. The other schools chose 
to share student work with parents during interviews, and student work and copies of 
examinations stayed within the school. The function of assessment annotations, as modelled 
within the Australian Curriculum, was valued differently according to these school cultures.   
As part of the process of understanding the use of achievement standards in 
mathematics, the teachers started to consider the difference between awarding an A – E 
standard based on a percentage or numeric score and awarding an A – E standard based on 
the complexity of thinking apparent in a response to a mathematical problem.  Some of the 
 teachers remained concerned whether parents would understand and accept the use of 
standards and criteria sheets for grading a mathematics task as opposed to the traditional 
numeric grade. In one school the process of mapping current assessment against the 
achievement standards led the teachers to realise the need to re-design their assessment tasks 
so that opportunities were provided for students to demonstrate levels of proficiency through 
open-ended investigations involving core and deep understandings of a topic. This raised a 
concern that there was insufficient time to cover the foundational core skills as well as 
provide these opportunities for their students.  
Finding time within their school’s professional learning schedule to develop a deep 
understanding of the achievement standards was also of concern to the teachers.  
It has just taken an hour to have a close look at investigating angles. It took 25 
minutes of intense reading through the achievement standards, the elaborations, 
the scope and sequence, interrogating the meaning, and another 35 minutes to then 
go back to the student work and look at common error patterns and discussions 
unpacking our understanding and expectations. This is one part of one subject’s 
achievement standard (P8). 
 
The teachers valued the opportunity to have in-depth guided conversations. By looking at the 
common error patterns, it led to a deeper understanding of what may provide discriminating 
qualities for an A – E judgement within the achievement standards, and comments such as: 
“We don’t get enough time to do stuff like this... What I think should be taught and making it 
really relevant... Trying to weigh up the marking of what is relevant” (P4). With the 
introduction of a new curriculum, time for professional conversations around the meaning of 
the achievement standards needs to be valued as part of school practice and culture. 
Discussion 
It cannot be assumed that teachers across the nation will share common 
understandings of standards of achievement.  As they seek to understand new content and 
achievement standards, they are accommodating or sometimes discarding knowledge and 
skills developed through prior curriculum and assessment initiatives. We have used a 
 sociocultural view of learning to consider the many narratives that informed the teachers’ 
understanding of the achievement standards, such as their beliefs, as well as the school 
cultures in which they worked. The shaping of the Australian Curriculum and the philosophy 
behind its development was a silent narrative for the teachers, yet its existence manifested at 
times in the confusions that the teachers experienced.  
In establishing this project we anticipated that the exemplars within the Australian 
Curriculum that had been annotated against the achievement standards would act as a 
boundary object (Wenger, 1998) or model of new practice that would help teachers make 
connections between their current context and the new assessment context of the Australian 
Curriculum. However, in preparing for the moderation meeting only one of the schools used 
the practice that was modelled of highlighting within the achievement standards and 
annotating student work. There were a number of queries and tensions apparent in the 
teachers’ preparation for the moderation meeting, which demonstrated that the moderation 
process was not a continuation of current practice, but one that was new and needing further 
scaffolding and support. Finding ways to build on previous practice, to provide stability 
through a “natural progression of ideas within the basic philosophy” (Maxwell & Cumming, 
2011, p. 217) has been identified as a key to sustaining teacher assessment professionalism. It 
is therefore important to pay attention to the tensions in teacher discussions as they reconcile 
the local and national differences in content and presentation. 
The different conceptualisations underpinning the achievement standards for English 
and Mathematics was evident in the different ways the teachers interrogated each 
achievement standard to understand what quality evidence might look like. When interpreting 
the English achievement standard, the teachers looked for descriptors in other year level 
standards, but found that for the Mathematics achievement standard, the proficiencies listed 
in the preamble provided these descriptors. The difference in the layout of the achievement 
 standards between the English and the Mathematics curriculum areas meant that teachers 
needed time and opportunities for professional conversation with peers to become familiar 
with each. While professional resources are being produced to support teachers, it needs to be 
remembered that teachers have very little time in their day to search for, and engage with 
these materials. Making all of these support materials and resources easily accessible for 
teachers is only part of the solution. Teachers need time to collaboratively share and negotiate 
their understandings of these materials and possible ways to use the materials.  
The teachers’ desire for A – E descriptors within the standards was evidence of their 
historic understanding and practice of using criteria sheets. The teachers had not recognised 
the achievement standards as an assessment standard as they lacked the distinguished features 
of A- E qualifiers.  This was an unfamiliar genre of standard and the teachers struggled to 
work out how the achievement standards could be used for mid-semester reporting, and how 
they could use this to guide the collection and annotation of evidence. Some of this 
discomfort is a result of tensions between traditional and emerging assessment discourses. 
Shepard (2000) noted the enduring hidden influence of early 20th century theories of 
scientific measurement in assessment discourse. An assessment vocabulary that reflects 
highly aligned connections between assessment and learning is still developing so that 
teachers involved in interpreting and enacting achievement standards are simultaneously 
creating the language to describe their work (Willis, 2011). When implementing new 
achievement standards, teachers need to be shown not just where content has shifted but also 
where different epistemological understandings are framing the assessment narratives, and 
how these new genres are similar to and different from historic understandings of assessment.  
While the teachers recognised much of the achievement standards as familiar to their 
current practice, they queried whether some aspects of the work that they had previously 
valued was still valued within the Australian Curriculum, and whether they needed to focus 
 on different aspects of the content. They also queried the extent to which they needed to 
respond to the achievement standards. Was the achievement standard meant to be atomised 
and each word or phrase evidenced and reported on? Their desire for specificity and a tabular 
format, alongside a simultaneous resistance to having a restrictive curriculum, reflects a 
broader tension as identified by Yates (2011). She critiques  
...problems evident in previous reforms are again becoming evident. The 
imperative to want to specify everything in detail.... keeps re-appearing and 
turning aims into accounting matrices. A planning or management 
mentality is more evident than an educationalist one.... [and this] begins to 
constrain schools and generate resistance. (p. 41) 
 Teachers’ historic beliefs of assessment that included what could and should be assessed and 
reported on were challenged in this new assessment context as they sought to reconcile the 
perceived accountability and educational purposes of the achievement standards. 
Supporting teachers to have a discourse to share and negotiate their assessment 
understandings and experiences remains a challenge. The Australian Curriculum documents 
and supporting material, including the achievement standards, provide a written text that 
teachers will need to become familiar with. However, the documents will not provide a 
shared understanding of the layers of meaning within this written text unless teachers across 
the nation have opportunities to engage with each other in ongoing professional dialogue, and 
develop a shared language of assessment literacy.   
Conclusion 
This project has documented teachers’ responses to the implementation of the 
achievement standards within a new national curriculum. As the teachers grappled with this 
new curriculum, they started to question aspects of their personal curriculum knowledge and 
pedagogic practice, as well as the assessment culture within their workplaces. In these early 
stages of curriculum implementation, there was much confusion amongst the teachers about 
 the year level requirements, and how requirements to report and collect evidence of A – E 
standards reconciled with an end-of-year achievement standard.    
With the introduction of new curriculum it is important that teachers are provided 
with support beyond the changes in content, and that the epistemology underpinning the 
curriculum and assessment is made clear. Teachers need to be provided time to understand 
new curriculum and assessment requirements within their historic understandings of state and 
territory curriculum. The development of a systemic culture that values and makes time for 
professional dialogue is imperative if shared understandings of achievement standards are 
developed across such a vast area as Australia. 
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